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Introduction


This was the book that was never meant to be. Not now at least. Not in the middle of a global pandemic, amidst homeschooling and online grocery shopping and hand washing and daily crying. And yet here we are. But why, Emma? I hear you ask. Don’t you have enough to do? Isn’t the idea of writing one more book entirely bonkers? Why yes. Yes, it is. Doesn’t this mean you have entirely lost the plot? Yup. Entirely. I am broken, gone; rational brain has left the building. And it was realising this that led to something quite extraordinary. That in my brokenness, I found strength I had no idea I possessed.


Let me start from the beginning. Or, not the ibeginning beginning, because that would be crazy. Rather from the beginning of this particular psychological journey. I think it is fair to say that I have always been a little bit broken. There is a questionnaire you can complete that gauges your exposure to trauma. Suffice it to say that by the time I had reached the age of thirty, I was scoring high enough to turn the researchers to drink. And so I’ve always understood that I am damaged, scarred by things big and things small. Hardly surprising then when my mental health took a sharp left turn, when the panic attacks left me crawling under my desk to hide (seriously). I was broken. What else could I expect?


And then came the news of a disease working its way across Europe, and a terror unlike anything I had ever felt before. For my children and my husband, for everyone I loved and the way of life I knew. The underneath of my desk started to look pretty damn appealing, let me tell you. But when I was halfway under, I had a thought. That what I needed was to understand what was happening to me. I didn’t understand my need to understand (if you get my drift), but it was powerful enough to be described as a craving. To put a scientific spin on my very unscientific hysteria. As an aside, I now get what I didn’t then – why this knowledge mattered so much for my survival – but I will return to that later.


The thing is, I also didn’t need to go very far to find that knowledge. Like I said, trauma has been my life, in one way or another, for as long as I can remember. I spent the best part of a decade training police firearms teams and NATO forces about the way in which their brains react to life-threatening stresses. So it was a fairly simple matter of applying that knowledge to this situation. So I did. And it helped. I immediately felt calmer, more in control. And it occurred to me that if it helped me, then, in all likelihood, it would help someone else. So I took to Twitter and shared what I knew in the first of what would become a long series of psychological threads.


As the pandemic went on, my need to understand grew rather than diminishing, and so the world of psychology became a safe haven for me, wherein I could explain what was happening to me and my family, what I was seeing on the news, and in the world around me. And it turned out that I was right, that what helped me was also going some way towards helping others. The threads became pretty popular, and I realised that there were an awful lot of people out there just like me, who, in order to survive, needed to understand.


It shouldn’t have come as a surprise to me. Not really. I have spent enough time with police officers on the tail end of a shooting, with soldiers at the front end of war, to know that the drive to understand our own experiences is an immensely powerful one. Often enough, I’ve seen the fog lift before me, as an officer came to understand why she acted the way she did, or why he was feeling the way he was. I spent the best part of a decade doing that job for precisely that reason – because it always felt like I was giving them a gift. The gift of appreciating their own normality, of seeing into the mechanics of their brain and recognising the actions that had so disturbed them. Because not understanding ourselves can be as traumatic as anything the world can throw at us. And I might not be able to do a damn thing as a pandemic raced across the continents, but this I could do.


And so to this book. This is a book that forced its own creation. It was born of my own need to understand myself. It was born of my own need to share this understanding. It is my greatest wish that, by the time you read this book, life has, at the very least, begun to return to normal. But I’ve done this long enough to know that our memories of trauma will linger on in the aftermath, and our need to explain ourselves to ourselves does not end just because the trouble does. This is a book about what I have learned. It is a book about how I have survived. But more than that, this is a book about how I have learned to thrive over the course of a deeply terrible year. Because, in the learning of this information, I discovered something that still stuns me to this day. That the terrible things in my life have also delivered something to me. That what I was seeing as brokenness was actually strength in hiding. That is the secret I discovered on my search for understanding. That so many of the things that seem to us to be disasters can also bring with them opportunities. That there are SO many things we can do to aid in our own survival when the worst thing that can happen has happened. And that beyond that, once we have survived, we can do one better. We can learn to thrive.


As I write this, I feel a shiver run through me. Because I recognise the truth in it. That I have been broken. But that through this awful, awful year, I have learned to rebuild. And what is there now is far, far stronger than what came before.


Come with me, as we take a meander through the secrets of the brain, the way in which it responds to stress, and the secret superpowers it brings with it. We will look at why we feel the way we do, what it means, and how you can handle it. Come with me and be broken, and learn what a gift it is to fall apart.




1.


The Time of Falling Apart


To begin, so that you may understand why I am here, writing this book, I should perhaps first tell you a little about myself. Not the author/psychologist bit. That is my career, the who I am when you look in from the outside. From the inside, looking out, the view has always been quite a bit different. I have always had a complicated relationship with trauma. Plagued by it, fascinated by it, to call it a love–hate kind of relationship would perhaps be fair. By the beginning of 2020, I had begun to feel that I had finally achieved some kind of balance. By that point, I had been on antidepressants for a year, eighteen months maybe. The diagnosed anxiety disorder that had left me curled in a ball on my kitchen floor struggling to control my panic had begun to recede, and a diagnosis of complex PTSD had taken its place. I was managing, with the help of my counsellor and a new understanding of what I would refer to as my broken brain. By the January of that year, I had begun to feel… hopeful almost. That it was not beyond the realms of possibility that I would conquer this.


And then came the news.


I should pause here to say that I was never the type of person who believed that terrible things would not happen to me. Terrible things had already happened. I would honestly spend nights awake, waiting for the asteroid strike. And so when the word trickled out of a newly emerged virus, I had already begun to brace for the worst.


I remember those days because of the exquisiteness of the fear. Pure adrenaline. Pure terror. The spiralling headlines, as the media twisted itself up into a frenzy of incoming disaster. And praying, praying, that this would stop, that the virus would somehow miraculously turn in on itself, would decide the fight wasn’t worth having after all. Because I was so close. Right there. Right on the precipice of feeling… not normal, because for me, feeling normal was feeling frightened. But human, at least.


And then, just when I was spiralling, the call came from my children’s school – your eldest is symptomatic. You are going to have to go into quarantine.


Right.


Awesome.


Welcome, stress response. Come on in. The water is terrifying.


The Stress Response


We all know what it feels like. The sensation of trouble coming. It’s that drop in your stomach, the prickles that race across your spine. It can come from an incautious step, from the pavement to the road, the sound of a car approaching from your right, close enough that you can feel the heat as the sun glints from metal. It’s the leaping backwards, onto safe ground, your heart thumping, your hands shaking. That moment of nausea and heat. The what ifs of it all.


That moment when the worst that can happen is no longer just in your wildest imaginings but instead is right here, right now. That moment when the phone rang, and it was the school and I immediately knew that my praying had been in vain, and that, like it or not, the long-dreaded disaster was now upon us.


The stress response is ubiquitous. But it can also hide in plain sight, leaving traces behind that we put down to being in a bad mood, or under the weather. Or broken. But if we learn to understand it, then we can not only survive it, but grow from it.


So, this is how it goes. Forgive the science. As an inherent nerd, I always feel that we need to understand the why’s before we can deal with the consequences.


A Little Bit of Science


Our brain, for all its vagaries and eccentricities, has a vested interest in keeping us alive. Obviously. And so, as our senses absorb the information from the environment – sights, sounds, smells – the sensory pathways transmit this information to a part of the brain called the thalamus. The thalamus is, in essence, the brain’s postbox, a major relay station, taking stimulation in from the world around us. So, if you are a firearms officer, out on a dark night, and a figure appears out of the darkness, the first place that visual information will go is the thalamus. From there it will be handed off to the cingulate gyrus, a ridge that runs across the top of the corpus callosum. And it is here that an appraisal will take place. At this stage, when we say appraisal, we mean a quick, down-and-dirty assessment of how much of a threat this stimulus poses. Whether it’s the figure in the dark alley or the car that is closer than you expected, the cingulate gyrus does a rapid is-this-likely-to-kill-me-or-not analysis. This is not a sophisticated understanding, rather the basic triggering of the oh-shit response.


From here, the information splits into two pathways – the fast one, and the slow.


Let’s deal with the high-speed one first. The motorway, if you will. Nerve impulses head back towards the limbic system – the area of the brain involved in basic survival, in instinctive reactions and emotions. The amygdala, an almond-shaped cluster of neurons, critical in the production of emotion, is the star of this show. The amygdala stimulates brain stem neurons that trigger what we have come to know as the fight or flight response. This creates a flood of neurotransmitters – norepinephrine (noradrenaline) and epinephrine (adrenaline) – which flood throughout the body. We’ll discuss what that means for the body in just a moment. Hang on, we’re almost through the biology bit.


So, that’s the fast route. Based on the most casual appraisal of the situation, your amygdala decides you are in danger and triggers the fight or flight response.


But there is another flow of traffic, this one not speeding through the brain’s superhighway but instead meandering through the country lanes, taking in the scenery, as it were. The information on this route is perhaps slower, but it is also far more richly detailed. It is passed to the visual cortex and, from there, to the hippocampus. The hippocampus is closely linked with spatial awareness, memory formation and, critically in this situation, the recall of previously stored memories. The word hippocampus is Latin for seahorse, because it looks like one… If it is dark and you are drunk and have never, ever seen a seahorse before. The hippocampus does something critically important to the accurate assessment of threat. It adds context. This is the part of the process that says, ‘No, Emma. That is not a serial killer hiding behind your bedroom door. It is your dressing gown. What the hell is wrong with you?’ Bear in mind, that by the time this rational part of the brain has entered the picture, your fight or flight response has already been triggered. Drama queen. And so, projections from the prefrontal cortex - the very front part of the brain, and an area that is involved with cognition, executive control, personality expression along with a whole host of other things - then work their way back down to the amygdala, reassuring it, telling it that everything is fine, that it can turn off the stress response now. Essentially handing it a paper bag to breathe into and making it a cup of tea.


I have a very British amygdala.


However, if the hippocampus brings out a different context, if it informs you that the danger is in fact real, that the man in the alley has a gun not a phone, that the car is perilously close to hitting you, then the fight or flight reaction gets to stay in full flow.


Say, for example, you have spent months absorbing the impending threat of a pandemic and then your eldest child comes down with symptoms. That’ll do it.


How it Feels


The triggering of the stress reaction is going to lead to a number of physiological responses. And, given that you are human, I’m going to assume that most of them are familiar to you. But just bear with me as I quickly run through them.


You are likely to experience an increased heart rate as more blood is pushed out to the muscles. Pulse rate and blood pressure will go up. Your rate of breathing will increase as small airways in the lungs expand, allowing you to take in more oxygen. Some of that extra oxygen is sent to your brain, making you feel more alert. Adrenaline also triggers the release of stored glucose, creating a boost of energy throughout your body. Your digestive system is affected, with a decrease in digestive activity. As a side note, I have heard many, many stories of arrests at gunpoint that ended up with a catastrophic failure of the digestive system on the part of the suspect. Shudder.


How it Affects your Thinking


Allow me to tell you a story. A young police officer, new in service, was taking part in a training event. The purpose of this training event was to allow the new recruits to learn how to disarm a suspect. And so, the young police officer, working with his partner in this big, roomy gym, did just that. He learned the techniques required to put your hands on someone and remove a weapon from them as safely as possible. He did this again, and again, and again.


At this point, it would be good for me to provide a quick note on habitual learning.1 Repeated use of an action will create a neural pathway which forms a habit. Once a habit has been formed, the sequence of the steps involved with it have a tendency to become fixed. I have a habit of closing the bedroom door at night, even though I KNOW my husband hasn’t brushed his teeth yet. It irritates the crap out of him. It irritates the crap out of me! But I can’t seem to stop doing it. That is because a series of neural connections have been established in my brain, a sequence of events that goes ‘Brush teeth, enter bedroom, close door’. Once a habit has been acquired, the performance of it does something of a downshift in the brain – that is, control of the habit moves from regions of deliberate action to those areas that control automatic, non-conscious behaviours.


Let us return to our trainee. He has learned to disarm his partner. With multiple repetitions of the actions, he has built u7p a habitual pathway so that the triggering of the first step in that pathway is likely to (fairly automatically) lead to the next step.


A little while later, our trainee is out on patrol. He enters a convenience store and discovers an armed robbery in progress. Fortunately, he has been trained for this and he swiftly triggers the habitual behaviour sequence that will allow him to disarm the suspect.


Oh, one thing I didn’t mention. While our trainee was learning in the safe environment of the gym, the sequence of events actually went like this: perceive suspect, reach for suspect, disarm suspect. A sequence that was repeated, time and again. But in order for this sequence to be repeated, the weapon was in fact returned to the suspect (in this case, his training partner).


So, back in the convenience store… would you like to hazard a guess as to what happened next?


Yes. Yes, he did hand the gun back to the robber.


Bless him.


The development of habits is a major part in training any high-stress profession. And for a very good reason. When someone is in the grip of a major stress reaction, functional MRI studies have shown that the prefrontal cortex – the part of the brain that sits just at the forehead and is responsible for planning and for all higher-order cognitions – is less active. Instead, the brain will preferentially lean on the limbic system. This allows us to give more energy and cognitive focus to our instinctive and well-trained responses. But it also means that it is extremely hard to think in a rational, cogent way when we are under high levels of stress and to plan our actions with any measure of creativity. So, when we train police officers and the military, we train repeatedly in order to allow their actions to become instinctive.


The trouble with instinctive responding is that it is not context-dependent. When you teach someone to return a gun to a suspect in a training environment (terrible idea. TERRIBLE!), you are creating a sequence of events that will be replicated in the outside world.


When we are exposed to high levels of stress – say, for example, oh, I don’t know, a global pandemic and the removal from everyone you know or love – your behaviours tend to become far more instinctual and reliant on habit. If your habits are good and healthy, that’s great.


I’m just going to leave a lengthy silence here so that you can imagine that I’m describing myself. In truth, I am not. For as long as I can remember, I have been a master catastrophiser. For any situation, my mind can, and will, immediately reach for the worst possible conclusion. That is the thing to remember about habits – they include not only behaviours but also cognitions. Our thinking can also become habitual.


Years of (ineffective) training had made it so that presentation of pretty much any stimulus could lead me directly down the path of the world is going to end. And, in the midst of a crisis, it becomes far harder to evaluate those thoughts in a cool and rational manner, because the part of your brain that does such things is sitting in a corner somewhere, weeping.


Think back to what we said about the fight or flight response, about how it triggers first, before we have a complete understanding of our situation. It then becomes the role of the prefrontal cortex to calm it back down again.


The prefrontal cortex is a fascinating piece of machinery. Recently evolved, the prefrontal cortex makes up over 10% of the brain’s volume. It is the smart part, the grown-up in the room, responsible for choosing between conflicting options, self-control, creativity. It also monitors for errors, notifying us when we are wrong so that we can try something new. Tragically, it is also the area that is the most sensitive to stress exposure.2 Short-term, acute stress can lead to a fairly major loss of these functions.


I am an author. When I lose the ability to be creative, it becomes pretty damn obvious, pretty damn quickly. Especially in the early stages (the initial shock stages) of the pandemic, my ability to work in a creative manner was all but destroyed, thanks to my prefrontal cortex hitching up its skirts and heading for the hills.


For those of us not privileged with habitual training for critical incidents, creativity matters, even in something as globe-spanning as a pandemic. Remember that we had never experienced a situation like this before. That means that we had no in-built, ready-to-go responses. Sure, I had my ‘We’re all going to die’ go-to response, but that was hardly helpful. The pandemic, the lockdown, they were problems that needed to be solved. And in order to do that, we needed both creativity and something else. Cognitive flexibility.


A Fire at the Station


It was a bitter cold night on Rhode Island, with snow lining the streets surrounding the run-down Station nightclub. A roadhouse, and one that had seen better days, its patrons hurried inside, keen to escape the weather. Four hundred and sixty people crammed into the small wooden club, the heavy metal music of choice for the evening, the band Great White. They came on with a burst of energy, the music loud, bodies crushed tight together, all thoughts of the cold outside forgotten now in the press of hot flesh. Everyone inside focused on the show to come. They had little thoughts of disaster. After all, they were merely there for entertainment, and when that is your plan for the night ahead, who would ever consider catastrophe? The band began to play, a whoosh of pyrotechnics spewing out from the front of the stage. A sensation for the eyes as well as the ears. So, when the fireworks ignited the flammable materials that surrounded the stage, many assumed it was merely part of the show.


Expectations play a powerful role in our response to disaster. In the early days of the pandemic, it was common to hear ‘It’s just the media making a fuss about nothing,’ ‘It’s just like the flu’ or ‘It won’t happen to us.’ Let’s take a moment and linger here. Most of us operate with an inherent belief in how the world works, that the world around us is fundamentally a safe one.3 We will talk about this more later, but for now, suffice it to say that when we are out in the world and we are operating under this belief, it can affect how we respond to disaster, especially fast-moving ones.


The people in the Station nightclub had come out for a night of music and drinking. The expectation therefore was one of safety. So when the fire swept up the front of the stage, most people assumed that it was part of the show. Their belief in the inherent safety of the world meant they were slow to make the leap to the real danger they were in.


The members of Great White, however, they knew that setting the stage on fire had not been part of the plan. And so, within moments, they were able to shout out a warning and escape from the stage. As the fire alarm began to ring out, many of the patrons lingered, unable to make the leap to disaster unfolding.


We see this a lot in disasters. Our brain takes in information from the environment and that information is processed based on our past experiences. When the word first began to spread of a newly emerged disease, we referenced our databank of knowledge, of what had happened in the past, in order to create an expectation for the future. For most people, the knowledge they had was of SARS or Zika or Ebola. Bad, but contained. Awful, but for other people, not for us. Processing a novel event takes a lot more cognitive energy, and, as humans, we tend to rely on heuristics – shortcuts that allow us to interpret the world. Because these shortcuts are built from our past experiences, we assume that what will come next is what has come before.


As an aside, I have for many years had an obsession bordering on the disturbed with Ebola. I have read a silly number of books about a horrible disease. Which meant that my databank was… let’s say different.


In the Station nightclub, when the patrons finally began to realise that what they were experiencing was real and was rapidly becoming deadly, a scramble for the exits began. In total, the club had four exits, all of them clearly marked and visible. But remember what I said about our tendency to fall back on learned behaviours when we are under stress? It is a common finding in disasters, that, no matter how ugly the situation, people tend to attempt to escape it by using the same route they used on their way in. This isn’t panic. This is a very clear example of what is happening in their brains. The prefrontal cortex, the part of the brain that controls creative problem-solving and that allows us to discard a solution when it is proving to be ineffective, has suffered a significant decrease in blood flow. Because of that, we instead fall back on our limbic system, and when we rely on our limbic system, we are relying on pre-learned behaviours. So, the tendency to exit the way you came in is just an example of the lack of cognitive flexibility one experiences when the stress response is high. Cognitive flexibility describes the ability to switch between goals and to protect ourselves from distraction. It is also a powerful tool in problem-solving, allowing us to deftly switch between solutions, moving on when we realise that our choice is not optimal.
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